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Story and

The complexities-and joys-of life in a developing country,
culled from a volunteer's nine months in Addis Ababa.
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efore I left for Addis Ababa in July
2002, I bought a shiny spiral note
book. Always the idealist, I had great

intentions of chronicling my escapades and
recording my reflections about a new
culture. So as I flew from one continent
to the next, I flipped to the first page and
scrawled, "My Expectations . . .

"

Nine months later, as I returned home
from my stint as a volunteer English teacher,
I realized that the first page was blank.
I had never filled it out.
But then, nothing could have fully prepared me for this experience. What immediately
comes to mind for most people when they hear of Ethiopia? Probably drought, famine, mud
huts, AIDS and poverty. Such was the extent of my knowledge as well. Professors had spoken
of Haile Selassie, the revered emperor, and I was cognizant of simmering tensions with Eritrea
along the northern border. Lucy, the old human fossil, was there, and supposedly the Ark of the
Covenant, too. But I soon discovered that these images offered a limited and incomplete portrayal
Inspiration: Frederick Buechner's quote
(above) helped spur the author's interest
in volunteering in Addis Ababa. Perspective:
Logan sees the world from a camel's point
of view. Cultural note: Most houses in the
city have tin roofs. Those in the countryside
typically use straw. Behind the byline:
Logan's name in Amharic.

of the country 's complexities.
Why did I go? Not because of the poor economy or my inability to get a job. Instead, four
years of college had exhausted my academic stamina, at least temporarily, so I was content to
put law school on hold for a year and recharge. (I figured correctly, however, that Ethiopia
would qualify as an "engaged learning" experience ! )
I had gone overseas numerous times but had never had the chance t o immerse myself in
a culture or be more than a tourist. Since I want to study international human rights issues,
I thought time spent in the Third World would be a wise investment. And at 22, I was debt-free

and had no outstanding obligations. So when a family friend who coordinates a missions

organization in the Hom of Africa suggested that I teach English at a reading room in Addis,
I agreed to volunteer.
My mom and my graduation speaker, Peter Gomes, had both used a quote by Frederick
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B uechner to inspire me: "To find your calling is to find the intersection between your own
deep gladness and the world's deep hunger." In the abstract, that's what Ethiopia meant to me:
a chance to offer myself to the needs of the world and its people, and to fmd fulfillment through
that service.
However, I discovered that life is not necessarily lived in the abstract, especially in the
developing world.

I

lived in Ethiopia, but I didn't live like an Ethiopian. The discrepancy often bothered me.
My accommodations were significantly below those of the international embassy workers and

United Nations personnel, but at least I didn't have mud walls or a straw roof. My house was
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wired for electricity, even if it was out one
day a week because there was not enough
rain to provide sufficient hydroelectric
power. Although I didn't have a car, I had
money to pay for public transportation and
did not have to walk around barefoot with
a bundle of sticks on my back The food
was spicy and unusual, but I was well fed
- nothing like the 1 2 mil lion Ethiopians
currently on the verge of starvation.
The gap between my world and theirs
became clear one Monday when I tried to
discuss my weekend camping excursion
with my class. I talked about sleeping on
the ground in a crowded tent, cooking all
my meals on a fire, and being subject to
the whims of nature. None of them could
figure out why that was special, and sud
denly it hit me: The experience may have been novel for me, but my students lived it every day.
Some mornings I didn't want to leave the isolation of l ife behind the high walls that surrounded
my house - not because I was scared of thieves or of insults from random anti-Western
shoeshines, but because I could not reconcile my prosperity with the Ethiopians' poverty.
Begging i s an accepted practice in Ethiopia. In fact, the country's predominant Orthodox
and Muslim faiths need beggars so that they can give alms and perform their religious duty. The
only commonality between the beggars was their great need. And each had their own story:
the leper waving to me with stubbed fingers, the barefoot mother who carried her child on her
back from a drought-stricken village, the school chi ldren with smiles but no supplies, the war
victim who walked on his fists because a landmine had taken his legs, the hungry street kids
who pressed themselves to the window as I ate my spaghetti , the glazed eyes of the woman who
could only hear the minibus stop but knew that when the door opened, she could ask for change.
All of them competed for attention and sympathy - and acknowledgment of their condition.
These stories and the people who carried them suffocated me and tested the strength of my
faith. What did Jesus mean when he said, "Don't worry about tomorrow?" How could these
people not? What did I mean when I told them to trust in the Lord's goodness and mercy? How
could I understand the depths of their struggles? What did the B i ble mean when it portrayed
an all-powerful God? How could God see but not fix their troubles? Christ needs more hands
Above: Sunset through the acacia trees;
the Sot Omar Caves' spectacular under
ground chambers were created by the
Web River cutting through limestone rock;
back in Addis, teacher's pets gather after
class; beggars, driven to the city by drought,
wait expectantly. Opposite page: 10 birr
can purchase a camel ride (1 birr equals
about 12 U.S. cents); during the Christmas
pageant, shepherds visit the "manager. "

and feet among these people.
I gave change to the beggars out of compassion, out of guilt, out of helplessness. If I ever
gave more than the standard penny-fare, I was immediately surrounded and followed by every
beggar on the street. If I felt spiteful or sick of being a walking Santa Claus, I walked by and
simply spoke to them. Then, however, I was haunted with visions of being the Bad Samaritan
or the elitist American.

M

y personality is that of a "fixer," but there was nothing I could fix in Ethiopia. Uncooperative
governments, centuries of corruption and coercion, uncaring weather patterns and a history

of poverty, coupled with 85 percent unemployment, forced me to acknow ledge, in frustration,

my limited capacity to help. Somehow, though, I found comfort in my students. My haphazard
class rosters morphed into a consistent band of fol lowers, and in between explaining metaphors
and misplaced modifiers, we bonded over Bingo and sang, "You are my sunshi ne."
All high school level classes in Ethiopia are taught in English, so my students had a good
command of the language. But I was always surprised (and somewhat di stressed) by how much
my students knew about American pop culture. During one of my first weeks of teaching, I
dropped my marker on the floor and said, "Oops." A hand shot up immediately. This was the
most excited I ' d ever seen this student. So I called on her, and she said, "Logan, what does this
'oops' word mean? '' I explained that it was slang for making a mi stake, and she replied, "Oh,
that's what Britney Spears means in her song."
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The number of Leonardo DiCaprio faces smiling at me from tom T-shirts as I walked about
town also took me aback.

Titanic is still floating in Ethiopia, and unfailingly when I would visit

my students ' homes, they would request that I perform my best Celine Dion impression of the
whole "near, far, wherever you are" song. It's never been so easy to be a celebrity.

A

round Christmastime, I decided to capitalize on my students' love for drama and music.
I must have been in a delusional state when I e-mailed some friends back home and asked

them to send over a few simple Christmas pageant scripts. But once I mentioned it to my classes,
I had a large and enthusiastic (if highly inexperienced) cast. Directing this fiasco did much
to temper my perfectionist nature. A few days before the performance, I had to convince
the shepherds not to bring real sheep. Nor did I want the angels to hit each other with their
wings.
While I simpl ified the words to many of the carols, they continued to refer to the "manger"
as the "manager." I made the mistake of apologizing to my choir on the first day of practice

for not having music scores for them. I ' m not sure why I thought any of them would know
how to read music. They did,
however, have an unbelievable
capacity to memorize, so we
did lots of sing-and-repeat
learning.
Pageants aren't complete
without costumes, so I took my
scenery/props crew to the

merkato, the largest open-air
market in Africa. It turned out
to be more interesting than a
trip to Wal-Mart, and after some
hard-core bargaining to get the
non-foreign price, I came away
with meters of cloth and hay,
plus some paintbrushes. Don't
think I sewed anything, though.
We cut head holes in the cloth
and stapled up the sides. With the addition of a belt, we had instant New Testament fashion
as well as something that resembled current Ethiopian countryside apparel.
My students and friends were also more than willing to share their
particular holidays and festivals with me. Their New Year 's Day is our
September 1 1 , so on the first anniversary of the terrorist attacks on the
United States, they invited me to their houses for doro
chicken dish) and burning

wat (a special
chibo (a bundle of sticks) to symbolize the

demise of the old and the bright future ahead.
For Meske!, an Orthodox holy day, I was told to dress in traditional
Ethiopian clothes before coming to the festival at the big square downtown.
Since I always tried to do what was culturally appropriate, I took their
advice; I bought a traditional white dress with blue beading and wore it
dutifully to the ceremony. My friends were pleased to see me in proper
attire, but I was not pleased to see that they were all wearing some version
of jeans and a T-shirt!

I

t was times like these, outside of class, where my students taught me
the most. When I vi sited their homes and saw how they slept on a mud

floor under their parents' bed, I learned the value of personal space.
When I watched the women tirelessly working over the home fire and
the men carelessly drinking at the local bar, I learned which sex was
keeping the country afloat. When I participated in incense-flavored,
hour-long coffee ceremonies, I learned about spending unhurried time
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with people. When I used old shoe polish lids as plates, I learned about resourcefulness. When
I was offered raw meat because it was the best cultural dish, I learned about a graciousness that
transcends material possessions, even though I worried about my dad's health warnings as I ate.
One student in particular amazed me with her courage
and determination, in spite of the blows life had dealt her.
Though only 1 6 years old, Hiwot (which means "life")
was raising her younger brother and sister. For months I
didn't know that AIDS had recently taken her mother, and
that her father had been dead for seven years. She put on
a good show - clean, trendy clothes (although she alternated
between two outfits) and blue eyeliner (apparently given
to her by an Arab friend who hoped to entice her to work
as a house servant in the Middle East). Hiwot 's sparkling
appearance and aura of confidence were convincing and
steely, melting only when I asked directly about her parents.
Finally tears shone, but she didn't let them drop. She was
resolute in accepting her premature role as unemployed
provider for her siblings.
Realizing that I could not solve any of her problems,
especially a local court's efforts to evict her from her house,
I resolved to help her in whatever way I could. I dropped
by often with sugar or oil or tef, an indigenous grain staple,
and spent the afternoon in her company. We cleaned the
house, prepared scant meals and pushed her sister on the rope
swing by the door. I stood by her in court as she fought to
keep her house and as she defended herself against a neighbor's
accusation of theft.
Caught between the promise and the pull of the Arab
servant world (which was sure to bring wealth but also mistreatment by her owners) and the
permanence of the Ethiopian orphan world (which offered poverty but also the comfort of family
connections), Hiwot hovered indecisively. As best I could, I convinced her to stay where she
at least had friendships and family ties. I can only hope I left her with the emotional and, more
importantly, the spiritual strength she will need to carry on.

F
Above: Hiwot's outer confidence masks her
uncertainty and tear about having to raise
her siblings. Opposite page, from top:
Coffee, first grown in Ethiopia, still plays
an important cultural role; a basket weaver
waits tor customers in the market; Logan's

or the record: 23 people, five litres of kerosene, three bags of grain, two squawking chickens,
one goat, and numerous bundles of straw and sticks. All were crammed into a 1 2-seat minibus

one stifling afternoon as I headed out to teach at the refugee camp on the outskirts of the city.
But that was typical. Once you leave Addis, there are no police to enforce rider-capacity rules,

so drivers pull away only if they're convinced that a mouse couldn 't find room to breathe under
one of the seats. I was encouraged to know that the goat paid full price.
I faithfully used the minibuses, despite their disregard for numbers. Maybe they attracted
me because they were painted Kentucky blue and white. Whatever the case, each morning I
walked to the nearest stop and listened for where the boy who hangs out of the bus window said

friends present her a lovely basket as

it was heading. I was confused at first - after all, I was a Mapquest-reliant child of the digital

a farewell present.

age - but eventually I learned how the lines ran.
Addis is considered the worst city in Africa for driving, a designation I can confirm. Just
as in the States, pedestrians have the right of way. Ethiopians, however, boldly strolled in front
of cars, staking their lives on this privilege. Donkeys and cows also had little respect for the
insolence of the machines and took their time carrying their loads across the street. Consequently,
the taxis loved to honk. Every 30 seconds or so, the driver would lay on the hom, warning of
imminent danger. When my sister, Amanda, came to visit in January, she just looked around
and shook her head, lamenting, "If Mom and Dad only knew what it's like for you every day."

A

t times I was able to leave the confines of the polluted, shanty-filled city and the constancy
of my classroom to explore the wilds of the countryside. Addis is deceptive and occasionally

appears modem. But once you snake down the road far enough, crowded streets give way to
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parched stretches of acacia trees and camel trains, with
no power lines in sight.
I mention the camel trains because camels are
unquestionably my favorite animals. Everyone says
they spit, but they don't spit on me. And my affinity
for dromedaries led me to become a legend in a small
village in the Bale region of southern Ethiopia.
Some American friends and I had driven 10 hours
(including stops to repair two flat tires) to visit the Sof
Omar caves, a gorgeous underground formation of striped rock and watery passages. Our guide's
teeth were green from chewing chat, a legal narcotic, but thankfully he managed to avoid the
bats and hold the flashlight steady throughout our tour. When we emerged from the caves I
spotted camels at rest, down by the water- and was overcome by a desperate urge to ride one.
Admittedly, this was one of my least culturally appropriate moments, but sometimes the
stereotype of exotic Africa was too tempting. In broken Amharic, I bargained with the owner
to let me take his camel to the market a few kilometers up the road. He couldn't understand
why, because camels were usually reserved for the sick or for carrying goods. But when I offered
to pay, he was no longer hesitant. He suggested 10 birr, and I quickly determined that I was
getting a good deal for $1.20. So he jerked the poor animal to the ground, causing its gangly
legs to buckle. In my excitement, I hopped on before realizing I had no idea what I was doing.
The animal had only a few sticks and a burlap bag for a saddle. I held on as the camel
awkwardly straightened its back legs- and only its back legs. Suddenly I was sliding down
a 70-degree incline, much to the amusement of the large crowd that had gathered to watch. I'm
sure I yelled, or called for help, or did something to draw further attention to myself. Finally
the camel righted itself, and we led the procession to the market. I had to get on and off a few
times when the route became too steep, but at least I learned to steady myself from behind.

I

was often surprised by the things I missed from home. In September, on the day when
freshmen (including my sister, Erin) arrived at Furman, I felt it necessary to visit the Sheraton

Hotel for the "singing fountains" show- in honor of all the days I had studied on the steps of
the James B. Duke Library. On more than one occasion, I signed onto the Internet at 4 a.m. to
listen to the radio broadcast of a University of Kentucky basketball game, cheering on my 'Cats
from a time zone they couldn't locate. I dreamed of an afternoon run where no one would find
it amusing to join in with me, or where it wasn't inappropriate to wear shorts in 80-degree heat.
And when it came to food- well, when I returned to the States, my first meal consisted of
chicken fingers from Dairy Queen and an Oreo blizzard.
But since my return, I find myself missing many things from Ethiopia. It was a joy to at
least share, to some small extent, in the poverty of the people, to at least acknowledge it daily
and hope that my presence was uplifting. I miss my students crowding around after class, asking
when we could visit the monkey park or the lion zoo. Here there are no more bottled Coca
Colas, no cascading flowers covering every wall. And as I've become reacquainted with the
American car and credit-card culture, I've missed simple interactions with people.
My e-mail address is still loganinafrica@hotmail.com. And despite the physical separation,
I am still connected to the Continent in many ways. I write many Ethiopian friends and stay
in touch with those in charge of the library where I taught. Now that I'm living in Washington,
D.C., I've run into many Ethiopians, and I plan to check out the Ethiopian restaurants
that line the Adams Morgan area. My mind often travels to that country of immense
history and precarious future. I pray often for the Hiwots who are so full of life,
yet so close to death.
In three years, I will finish law school with a focus on international human rights,
and I am confident that, in the not so distant future, my two worlds will once again
intersect. But for now, that journal page of expectations remains blank.\)

native of Georgetown, Ky., the author graduatedfrom Furman in 2002
with a degree in religion and political science. She has enrolled in law
school at George Washington University.
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